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Biodiversity and its conservation is 
closely connected to reducing poverty and helping 
communities build resilience to the impact of cli-
mate change. People’s lives and livelihoods in the 
developing countries have been intrinsically linked 
and dependent on biodiversity for their day-to-day 
survival needs. These connections need to be under-
stood and nurtured in order to build resilient com-
munities, those that would take ownership of pro-
tecting the biodiversity upon which their livelihoods 
are dependent. The inherent knowledge of local bi-
odiversity among the communities needs to be re-
spected and made a part of the sustainable develop-
ment process. Local biodiversity based eco-enter-
prises can support their conservation and sustaina-
ble use. Entrepreneurship based on the local biodi-
versity would enhance economic resilience of the 
communities.  
 Centre for Environment Education 
(CEE) launched a program of biodiversity based 
eco-enterprises, called “Gram Nidhi”(wealth in the 
villages) in rural Jasdan block of Rajkot District in 
Gujarat state of Western India. The area is semi-
arid with major issues of availability and access to 
water, low income, depleting natural resources and 
so on. At the same time, the villages were adjacent 
to a National Park and supported a good amount of 
biodiversity. This presented an opportunity to de-
velop a way to improve resilience of the commu-
nities through a biodiversity based eco-enterprise 
initiative.  
 CEE developed the “Gram Nidhi” model 
based on their experience of working with these 
communities towards augmenting the natural re-
sources in the area through consultative and partici-
patory processes. The “Gram Nidhi” model recog-
nizes that an investment in human resources, devel-
opment and nurturing of village-level institutions, 
support of information and technology were neces-
sary to help communities become resilient. CEE 
supported the self-help groups, largely women’s 
groups in starting up the Eco-enterprises, because a 
reinforcement of economic resources was important 
as well as human resources. In the initial phase the 
model was supported through a World Bank funded 
project, which helped in setting up a revolving fund 
to provide financial assistance and a technical sup-
port fund to provide capacity building and training 
inputs to the self help groups. The eco-enterprises 
has more than 100 products which are local bio-di-
versity based and have a market outside their areas, 
in distant cities as well.   
 “Gram Nidhi” model has the four princi-
ples: Service, Entrepreneurial Mind Set, Extension 
Service, and Environmental Conservation. Starting 
up a business based on biodiversity required that the 
communities not just participate as beneficiaries but 
develop their skills as Entrepreneurs. It was im-
portant that they realise the close connection of the 
need to conserve their local biodiversity with the 
opportunity for them to earn from these by sustain-
ably harvesting them, and improve their resilience. 
Education at various levels played a critical role to 
support the development of the community’s ability 
Biodiversity Based Revitalization of Rural Livelihoods 
and Beyond - A Case from India?  
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to comprehend and make decisions on their eco-
nomic resilience while sustainably using natural re-
sources.   
 The Eco-enterprises served as a tool for 
conserving local biodiversity, a goal also for the 
government through its programme for creating 
People’s Biodiversity Registers. Eco-enterprises are 
the tools for environmental conservation and sus-
tainability. To develop local businesses through 
Eco-enterprises, achieving a balance between local 
biodiversity and development of their enterprises, 
and not to over-exploit local natural resources were 
required. CEE developed and conducted training 
programs for the Self Help Group members and oth-
ers in the communities to enhance their capabilities 
in terms of an altered consciousness from the bene-
ficial owners to the business owners and of financial 
management. This has been a continuous hand-
holding and capacity building effort.   
 CEE encouraged the communities to or-
ganize informal networks to share their indigenous 
knowledge for peer learning. Community events at 
the village level and at a larger scale helped them 
share and learn from each other and from sector ex-
perts. CEE also helped explore possibilities of 
value-addition to products through local experimen-
tation and market surveys, and helped create link-
ages to platforms for selling of these products by the 
communities themselves.  
 “Gram Nidhi”has helped develop a com-
munity leadership with women at the forefront. It 
has given a possible direction to a sustainability ori-
ented approach to Eco-enterprise development, and 
most importantly a confidence to the communities 
of their capabilities as entrepreneurs. Women who 
had not travelled on their own outside of their com-
munities have now become entrepreneurs and man-
age their own enterprises with confidence. More 
than a thousand women earn incomes from the Eco-
enterprises. Women are invited to other events and 
meetings as resource persons and also in govern-
ment driven trainings to provide their inputs and 
share their learnings. The self-help groups used to 
take loans for household economies, but now, they 
use it for purposes that would enhance their liveli-
hoods such as purchasing cows or buying seeds, and 
for the education of children.  
          Currently, CEE in an effort to address  
critical issues that have a bearing on the natural re-
source base in these villages, has involved women’s 
participation in addressing issues of water in their 
villages in the context of building resilience to cli-
mate change impacts. Women especially those in 
leadership roles within the local self-government in 
the villages, members of the self-help groups and 
other institutions are engaged in developing water 
resource mapping exercises, planning for augment-
ing the local water resource regime and creating 
demonstration structures in their villages. CEE 
through its programmes in these villages has pro-
moted sustainable practices and helped build local 
capacity to make choices that can improve their re-
silience.   
Taking the experience further, a nation-
wide campaign,“Jal Jeevan-Hai” (Water is life), vis-
ualized and implemented by CEE for the National 
Agriculture Bank of Rural Development (NAB-
ARD) helped create an awareness among one hun-
dred thousand villages about the critical linkages of 
agriculture and water. CEE developed a cascading 
strategy as a part of which a team of young volun-
teers (Jal Doots) along with village communities 
mapped water resources and identified the resources 
that needed augmentation or financial support 
through bank loans, technical inputs and infor-
mation on government schemes. These plans were 
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shared with the government through the official pro-
cesses of decision making. 
Learnings from the work by CEE in 
Jasdan and in the larger rural context have been 
many, Sustainable development calls for an inte-
grated approach that includes the environment, 
economic and social contexts. It means involving 
and working with communities, having a respect 
for inherent knowledge among the communities. 
Empowering women and supporting their liveli-
hoods and income generating abilities contributes 
to family’s stability. Ecosystem services from the 
local biodiversity can be an empowering tool for 
communities to become self-reliant and resilient.
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